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What's the Matter With American Fiction?
By FREDERIC TABER COOPER.

FICTION and government have
one thing in common: Every
people and generation get ap¬

proximately the kind that they de¬
serve. So, when the question is
asked.as to-day it is being asked
rather insistently "What is the
matter with American fiction?" the

Sinclair Lewis." 'Main Street' is
neither the product of any mod¬
ern school nor the foundation for

a new one."

answer invites the counter question,
"What is the matter with ourselves?-'
The novelist, regardless of the creed
he practices, must draw his inspira¬
tion. in some measure, from the sec-

lion of time and space in which he
happens to live. To write a great
novel requires genius plus maturity,
but the genius must have matured in
a nutritious soil.

It is no accidental paradox, but a

sound canon of the craft, that the
very factors which in this country

Sherwood Anderson."At best he
has the grimness of Poe and
Baudelaire without their breadth

of human understanding."
have given the novelist his unique
opportunities -its youth, its bign'-s?,
its boundless ambitions-.have at the
same time constituted his heaviest
handicap, a shifting, unstable social
background.

II

There were high hopes nurtured
in the pas- of The Great American
Novel yet to come: brave talk of a

native Human Comedy, vast, vital,
all inclusive, by some stalwart group,
or single handed colossus, who

Floyd Dell: "There are elements
of real bigness in 'The Briary
Bush,' a book of unabashed frank¬

ness."

would do for this country what Dick¬
ens, Thackeray and Trollcpe did for
England, and Balzac, unaided, did
for France. The Great American
Novel still remains a shimmering
mirage; the American Bulzac has
never materialized. And the reason

is simple: The great English and
French masters of fiction had the ad¬
vantage of a traditional, highly or¬

ganized, finely stratified social struc¬
ture. In a land where the social
equilibrium is stable the novelist can

give his whole attention unhampered
to the interpretation of character
and the development of plot.the
two factors that, singly or together,
make us remember a novel. For fic¬
tion It like chess, fn that the inter¬
est lies in the intricate moves of the
same and separate functions of the

politics, in business. The younger
generation had come into its own;
who cared how things used to be
done? This was the day of new
methods and of "speeding up." Writ-
ers were quick to catch the infec¬
tion and formed their style from
sign boards and advertising pages.
with all their flare, exaggeration,
compression and bad English. What
matters a split infinitive or a float¬
ing participle, if you can .save space?
Gr.immar was Invented by a stodgier
age!
The result is that to-day American

Action flnd.s itself in a precarious
condition and in urgent need of be-
ing saved from ill-advised friends.
We have a steadily augmenting
group of younger novelists who have
enjoyed a degree of critical acclaim

other, the manuscripts that boar the
flaw of immaturity. Unfortunately,
the reviewers, as well as tho novel¬
ists, have caught the contagion of
the prevailing restlessness, and liaii
a work as a masterpiece merely be-
cause it is different. The neglect of
the old technique, the departure
from established form, constitutes a

badge of merit. Free verse is lauded
above the sonnet or rondeau; and
the novel which evades the tradi-
tional division into chapters is her-
aided as a stroke of genius.

In point of fact there is nothing
in America to-day. either among the
new writers or the old. that can be
dignified by the name of anything
like school of fiction. Out of the
group which twenty years ago made
the native movement a stimulating

TABLE OF CONTENTS
Page

What's the Matter With American Fiction?
By Frederic Taber Cooper. i

Uncle Tom; Seventy Years After.
By H. L. Pangborn... 3

Religion; Orthodox and Otherwise 4
The Book Factory. By Edward Anthony... 5
The Whispering Gallery. By Donald Adams. 6

Frederic Harrison at Ninety 6

Captain McCullagh's Story 6

Johnson's Biographer in a New Light 7
The Common Sense of the Unconscious .... 7
The Normal Dream World 7
Chronicle and Comment.

By Arthur Bartlett Maurice.. .. 8

Authors' Works and Their Ways 8

The World of Letters as Others See It. 9

Page
Literary Pilgrimages at Home and Abroad.

V. Where Becky Sharp Lived on

"Nothing a Year".... 9
New Fiction in Varied Forms.
Merton of the Movies.The Vanishing
Point. Goldie Green . Hurricane Will¬
iams.Free Range Lanning.The Canyon
cf the Fools.The Queen of Carmania.
Double Crossed.Square Deal Sanderson.
The Conquest.In the Favour of the
King.The Lobstick Trail."Tex".The
Yellow Streak

In the Field of Psychoanalysis 13
The World of Foreign Books 14
For Women Readers in Current Magazines 14
Eden Phillpotts in Classical Vein 15
Books of the Week 15

-

pieces engaged; the chequered board,
the background, while indispensable,
is a fixed tradition.

Transition epochs, reconstruction
periods have in all countries been
unfruitful soil for fiction.which is
one of the answers to the question
at the head of this page. The swill
and turmoil of change are too n< w,
too near to allow the writer to see

clearly. After the war of 1870
Franco waited almost a generation
for the epic sweep, the satisfying
bigness of "La Debacle." In America
we had, before the civil war, "Uncle
'Tom's Cabin," bused on the past sta¬

bility of ihe world-ol I institution of
slavery. But the reconstruction
period brought forth no similarly sig¬
nificant novel of emancipation. The
menace of intemperance has af¬
forded a fertile theme for many a

"L'Assommoir," but no writer of to-

JlSy seems in any haste to vindicate
in fiction the dubious triumph of the
Volstead law.

III.
American novelists have always

sensed the peril of ihe shifting back¬
ground. and have taken refuge in
the historir novel, .ike "The Sc.irlc
Letter" where distance of tine-
steadies the perspective or In th
sectional novel of Boston or N'e
Orleans or I'riendsliip Village, e»

with a local code of its own 1
since the world war local tOCles have
crumbled and instability is rampant.
The new ruling -spirit is restlessness,
which masquerades under tlie name
of progress, and the only fixed habit
is that of amending the C'onstitu-

'I tion. Change is the new intemper¬
ance. a contagious vice shared
equally by pleasure seekers wor¬

shiping at the shrine of Jazz and
the Blue Law bigots Who wouM see

indecency in the sex of a flower.
Kven before the war certain influ
nces were at work which bode ill

for good technique. Life h id in-
j ux*a«>eil its nn'iifiitum, in society. In

unci gratuitous publicity well nigh
unparalleled in the history of letters.
And sid<> by side with tins overlavish
praise is now heard a mounting voice
of piotest. the sincere questioning of
a sane minority, whether there be
any lasting merit in the new move¬

ment so far as it is a movement.
Looking at the whole question im¬

partially one mu«t recognize the new

kene.-ation lias produ ed a few writ-
crs cf real promise, some of whom
have in varying degrees already pro¬
duce! volumes entitled to a serious

used by to-day's crit cs .. col-
nistfi as a convenient stai>d*rd

I'.f.li !

may prove to .. ...

Sherwood Anderson, I'harie-
ris. Ployd Dell. John Dos Passos. one

and all have interesting possibilities
they severally possess in some meas¬
ure the qualities for which the)
have been widely and immol-ra teh
praised. The danger is tlw the>
are likely to lined along false
paths ' '.it may delay tie- achieve-;
mciii of the be^t that lies in then)
Wha: every young writer most needs
is some mentor to do Jiim the service
that Flaubert did for Maupassant
and ruihl. s.-'.j destroy, on after m

study the majority have followed
Frank Norris into silence, and those
who survive have in later years
chosen steadily diverging path*-:. And
as for the newt r writers who have
sprung up within the 'ast few years,
from Sinclair Lewis to Stephen Vin¬
cent Benet, the only thing they have
in common is their independence,
their habit of working out their own
thought* in their own way. All of
which, however commendable when
sanely controlled, has never yet laid
the foundations of a school. Still
less can a similarity of theme and
material constitute a literary move¬
ment. You can no more n>ake a

cabaret-and-cockta'l school «>f fiction
out of Owen Johnson's "Salamander."
Hergeslu-itncr's "Oytherea" and'S.ot
Fitzgerald's "Beautiful and Damned"
than you can make an animal school
(lit of "Aesop's Kables." "Blaek
Beauty" and "Wild Animals I Have
Known."
To !><. specific, what is really the

matter with the younger generation
may Ik- numme ] up tinder three n< n-

eral heads: They have not troubled
themselves to learn the technique
of their art; they have set them¬
selves up to preach, forgetting that
while every l»ig novel must have a

the novelist must bo first
ist. and keep his med¬

iate, and. thirdly too
n handle the unclean
not with the healthy
urKt'Oii at a clinic but

u . assumption of blase
.«¦- ^.asking the prurient

nth.

V.
generalizations, then-
is exceptions to thi-
1 a notable one i* fur-
.l.iir l.rwis. Because
impression gathered

-omtnent the present
for eighteen months

f "Main Street".at*t
bvisyj-e all the K;,vn*r

\A w\tb
in tictni'V't. ."

from pv:fitt
?Titer

because so completely unforeseen.
*Main Street" is neither the product
of any modern school nor the foun¬
dation for a new one. It is based
upon sound, established technique,
and, while its atmosphere is that of
to-day, it traces a straight, un¬
broken pedigree back to the belt
conservative writers of an earlier

Joseph Hergesheimer.The cli¬
max of "Cytherea" is "one of
those rare haunting pictures that
read like a page out of a new In¬

ferno."

generation. The opening paragraph
taken alone suffices to give it dis¬
tinction. Only once or twice in a

decade does the professional reader
know the joy of an initial jwge that
sets before liim in a single flash an

indelible portrait, a sweeping back¬
ground covering pastf, present and
future, and an epitome of the book'*
theme: "A rebellious girl, the spirit
of that bewildered empire called
American Middlewest."

J >hn Dos Passos."Three Sol¬
diers" is "Zolaesque in its ambi¬
tious scope, its crowded, tumultu¬

ous detail."

No better example than this li>ok
could tie taken of the right way, is

contrasted with the wrong, to use

conteniporarj American background
and weave it into "he fabric of the
story, and' yet keep it always sub¬
ordinate to character and plot. "Main
Street" is not primarily the <;nr> of
a Western town, with Gopher I'rairia
fl'ling the title role. It is the story
of «'ar"l .\lilford dreaming ambition
Creams and revolting against her n-

S ott Fitzgerald.His books ar<f
".t conspicuous example of the
new tendency to follow the tectw

nique of thl moving picture."


